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success, and the Conservatives had for some time been experi-
menting with schemes to enable the Irish tenants to buy their
land from the landlords with money borrowed from the state.
The Act of 1903 carried out this plan on a large scale and brought
the old Irish landlord system, already described, to an end.
Henceforth the tenant paid annuities on his loan to the state
instead of rent to a landlord; but his position was immensely
improved.1 Wyndham then went further and began to experi-
ment with ideas of what was called 'devolution', but was in fact
semi-Home Rule. But Unionist prejudice was aroused; Balfour
bowed to the storm and dropped Wyndham from his cabinet.

The Committee of Imperial Defence. Balfour also established
the Committee of Imperial Defence, a very important body con-
taining certain cabinet ministers and the professional chiefs of
the War Office and the Admiralty. It served as a link between
the army and the navy, and between both services and the
government. It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of
the part it played in planning; the efficient conduct of the first
(and indeed also the second) great war. It seems extraordinary
that such a body should not have existed before, but for the
previous fifty years we had not seriously contemplated the
possibility of taking part in a European war.

The end of isolation. Balfour also brought to an end the period
of'splendid isolation3 (see p. i). Since the end of the Crimean
war we had not had an cAHy' in the world, and on the whole had
not wanted one. Our intense unpopularity in every Continental
country during the South African war made people realize that
isolation might have its drawbacks. Moreover Germany had
begun to build her fleet (1897); Russia had built her Trans-
Siberian railway and might threaten our interests in China,
where she had annexed the important harbour of Port Arthur;
France had nearly come to blows with us over Fashoda; the
United States had shown undisguised hostility to us over a trivial
question about the frontier of British Guiana.

Chamberlain favoured alliance with Germany, and approached
the Kaiser and his foreign minister Billow when they visited

1 In 1932 De Valera intercepted the land annuities and retained them
for his own government which, needless to say, had not advanced the
money.